SCRIVENERS AND NOTARIES: ALL FOOLS AT THE BLACKFRIARS
George Chapman's delightful comedy, All Fools, is rare amongst early modern plays in that it was performed both by a company of adult actors, the Admiral's Men, and by the boy players at Blackfriars. Chapman himself might have proposed purchase of the play to the Blackfriars management, possibly offering to make some revisions to improve its appeal to their select audience.
Identifying such revisions has intrigued editors of the play. The Prologue is definitely written for the Blackfriars, as it addresses the fashionable young men who liked to sit on the stage, imploring them not to 'depart before we end' (Prol. 31). 5 It also alludes to the 'Stage War', fought mostly between Ben Jonson and John Marston, at its height through 1600 and 1601. I have previously argued in this journal that aside from the Prologue and Epilogue, which is written in the same tone, there are no passages in the play that refer unambiguously to external events not current in 1599, when the Admiral's Men would have performed the play. 6 There is an interesting textual crux, however, that might give us reason to think that one of the play's funniest scenes was re-written for the boy players.
The secondary plot of All Fools concerns Cornelio, a social climbing young man who is obsessed with the idea that his wife Gazetta is cuckolding him. When a group of gallants, purely for their own amusement, convince him that his fears are justified, Cornelio hires a notary to draw up a bill of divorce. Notaries were an integral part of the legal community in early modern Europe, and while precise duties varied from country to country, generally they were not very different from their modern-day counterparts. In
England, a notary's usual tasks were to administer oaths and to draw up and certify contracts, deeds, and other legal agreements. The notary who seals the 'single bond'
between Shylock and Antonio in The Merchant of Venice does not appear on stage, but it is fair to assume that he would bear little resemblance to the absurdly loquacious 'learned notary' (4.1.300) of All Fools, who reads out the document he has prepared to all assembled-a document seemingly filled with every arcane legal term in existence, and never using one word when three or four are available:
. . . That for these, the aforesaid premises, I say, you renounce, disclaim, and discharge Gazetta from being your leeful or your lawful wife, and that you eftsoons divide, disjoin, separate, remove, and finally eloign, sequester, and divorce her, from your bed and your board. In itself, this is far from remarkable, but the play's list of characters at the front of quarto has no Notary; the character's name is 'Kyte, a Scrivener', while neither 'Kyte'
nor 'scrivener' appears anywhere in the play.
In early modern usage, a 'scrivener' is simply a scribe or copyist, but the word was also synonymous with notary (OED n.), while a 'kite' (in modern spelling) is a bird of prey of the falcon family, and figuratively 'a person who preys upon others, a rapacious person, a sharper' (OED n. Being the main financial backer and manager of the Blackfriars, Henry Evans had an interesting way of recruiting boys for his company-basically, he kidnapped them. On 13
December 1600 he recruited thirteen-year-old Thomas Clifton, who was on his way to school. Thomas's father furiously demanded, and got, the boy's release, but a year later, unappeased, he complained to the Queen and had Evans and his associates brought before the Star Chamber. The text of the decision has not survived, but the record of a later case states that Evans 'in or about the three-and-fortieth year of the late Queen Elizabeth, was censured by the Court of Star Chamber for his unorderly carriage and behaviour in taking up gentlemen's children against their wills, and to employ them for players'. Soon afterward Evans removed himself from direct involvement with the management of the Chapel Children.
